ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Small group-based teaching approaches can stimulate active and engaged participation among higher education learners. In online graduate study classrooms, professional adult students returning to formal learning events can be expected to benefit from opportunities to collaborate with their colleagues on required course projects. However, participation in small group work can be a bittersweet experience. Learners may not find all group work satisfying. Educational research examining learners' experiences with group work and the kinds of instructional strategies that learners themselves perceive as beneficial during their small group work is limited. This article describes findings from a naturalistic study that investigated instructional behaviors that online health care students did believe were helpful and that facilitated cohesive group Course work in the MN and MHST programs is completed exclusively online using a WebCT course management system. Therefore, convocation ceremonies at the university campus were the first opportunity for students in these programs to meet their classmates and instructors.
Data for the present research was gathered during the time students were together for convocation ceremonies.
The primary medium for communication, instruction and assessment in the MN and MHST programs is asynchronous text-based threaded discussions within a WebCT environment. In most courses, cohorts of approximately twenty students led by one instructor progress through a study guide identifying a series of readings, discussion questions and learning activities during a fourteen week time frame. These learning activities can include project groups of four or five students participating in an online group work assignment.
Literature Review
Scholars in the field of higher education have consistently supported the belief that creating collaborative group work projects for students increases their engagement, satisfaction, scope, depth and retention of knowledge (Davis, 1993 This article voices the suggestions and reflections that graduates of two health care masters programs can contribute to this ongoing discourse.
The Research Approach
This project was framed from a constructivist theoretical perspective (Kelly, 1955; Piaget, 1954; Vygotsky, 1978) in that knowledge is believed to be constructed through an individual's interactions with social processes and contexts. their class, strategies to facilitate student interaction were described (Melrose, in press ). Fourth, within the process of investigating learners' experiences with helpful and immediate instructional behaviors and their interactions with one another, issues related to working in groups emerged. The present discussion elaborates on specific instructional behaviors that participants appreciated when they were required to work in small groups.
The following three strategies emerged as themes when analyzing the interview and focus group data collected from and confirmed with students who successfully completed their graduate studies online. The strategies represent students' perceptions of key areas where instructional help was needed to facilitate successful group project work. The first strategy was to create groups intentionally. The second strategy was to intervene with noncontributing members. The third strategy was to measure individual contributions.
Findings

Strategy One: Create Groups Intentionally
When the health care professionals in this project reflected on instructional behaviors that were helpful to them during their group project assignments, discussions frequently centered on how they came to be in the group. The anxiety of being required to self-select into their groups was apparent in comments such as: "It's tough to ask, does anybody want to work with me? You don't know anyone and have just seen names on a list." And: "I don't want to work with someone who just wants to pass." By count, commitment to doing well and achieving a high grade was mentioned the greatest number of times during the research discussions. As Rannu explained: "If we were successful, it was because there was a commitment: if commitment was missing it made it difficult." At the outset, for students who were new to both online learning and graduate study, small group project work was perceived as overwhelming at times. 
Strategy Two: Intervene with Non-contributing Members
Throughout the data collection, participants all identified experiences where they had been members of poorly functioning groups caused by non-contributing members.
Non-contributing members were defined as students who did not contribute to the group process or task, as well as students who only wanted to pass without earning an A grade. In instances where instructors intervened and dealt with non-contributing members, participants emphasized that this strengthened the group process. But, when instructors did not acknowledge and address the issue, the groups were often unable to progress on their own. Nirmila talked about the differences between addressing the issue in face-to-face groups versus online groups and in undergraduate versus graduate groups. She shared how, in an undergraduate face-to-face group, asking a noncontributing member: "Is there something going on, because you are not pulling your weight here? Can we help you in another way?" would be acceptable. However, in a graduate online group, she felt that "… it can be perceived as too assertive." Zara described the uncertainty she experienced when working with a non-contributing member and commented The research discussions raised questions and musings around whether instructors were actually observing student performance in group work. When instructional intervention was not apparent and both contributing and noncontributing members received equal marks, participants felt frustrated, abandoned by their instructor and they lacked closure with the experience.
Discussion
The aforementioned three instructional strategies, developed from discussions with professionals who successfully completed their graduate degrees exclusively through a WebCT online course management system, begin to illustrate the kind of facilitation approaches that these groups of learners find helpful. Given these findings, implications for educators include ensuring that student project groups are created thoughtfully and intentionally.
Clearly, genuinely communicating that one is present and available and reaching out to understand who students are individually can begin this important process of engagement. Acknowledging non-contributing members and intervening immediately can prevent dysfunction and allow members to focus on positive processes and tasks.
And, seeking ways to assess individual contributions that extend beyond simply assigning the same mark to all group members will deepen our understanding of studentcentered educational measurement.
Creating small project groups online can be a creative undertaking. Some seminar activities traditionally implemented in face-to-face graduate classrooms can be transferred to online discussion boards. For example, as soon as the course has opened, inviting students to share their own ideas about forming successful groups actively involves them and establishes a climate of shared decision making early in the class. Similarly, asking students to list specific instructional strategies that they have found both helpful and not helpful in previous group experiences displays examples the present group may choose to adapt. Providing opportunities for students to share their interests and expertise before requiring them to join a group reduces anxiety. When possible, offering alternatives to group work, such as completing projects alone or in dyads defuses uncertainty. Therefore, knowing that this issue can be expected to exist in graduate study group work; implementing action strategies such as involving students in decisions about who will be in their small groups, what the rules will be and how they can participate in their grading process, must become a priority for educators.
Conclusion
This article presented findings from a descriptive research study that explored online graduate students' perceptions of issues they faced when working in small groups as well as instructional behaviors that can help to address these issues. In contrast to other studies that identified similar concerns with online group work, this project extends existing understanding by including health care professionals' reflections on effective facilitation strategies.
This research found that these professional learners believed small group project work was more meaningful when instructors created their groups intentionally, intervened when members did not contribute and measured individual contributions. As the trend to incorporate small group projects in graduate study curricula continues to generate enthusiasm among educators, including the voices of students who have personal experience with this form of instruction becomes critical. This article calls for the creation and inclusion of more process oriented activities that listen to the issues students' face in online graduate study classrooms and the kinds of instructional responses they value.
